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Editor’s Note: Dr. Vanden Bout presented this paper at the Prodigal Love of God Conference (celebrating the 400th an-
niversary of the Synod at Dortrecht and Canons of Dort), April 2019, sponsored by Dordt University and co-sponsored 
by the Lilly Fellowship Program. 
American Prodigal: White 
Church, Black Church, and 
the Feast of Social Justice
“Sometimes I look at the Bible and think 
all God is about is justice.”
-John Perkins1
When I say that there is a feast of social justice, I do 
not mean that I have set the table. I mean that I am 
reporting back the news of a feast to others whose sys-
tems have been wracked with hunger pains for some-
thing nourishing. I did not make the feast; I am simply 
calling people to a table which was set a long time ago 
and has been continually replenished, since.2
Our vision of the good orients our lives and 
guides our actions. Thus, a religious conception 
of the good that excludes what is often called 
“social” justice will have a very different impact 
than a religious vision that includes social justice.3 
Though the term was originally coined to describe 
a religious idea, it is currently regarded by many 
American Christians with deep distrust, an aver-
sion particularly notable within majority White 
groups. For example, prominent pastor, author, 
and seminary president John MacArthur recently 
issued a confessional statement describing social 
justice as the chief evil among “an onslaught of 
dangerous and false teachings.”4 By contrast, social 
justice has long been a core aspect of the witness 
and work of Black church traditions, institutions, 
and leaders. William Barber, pastor and successor 
to Martin Luther King’s leadership in a revived 
Poor People’s Campaign, and Traci Blackmon, 
pastor and Executive Minister of Justice and Local 
Ministries for The United Church of Christ, dem-
onstrate with their teaching and community orga-
nizer activities the central role social justice plays in 
their vision of the good. This paper offers a histori-
cally rooted analysis of these different visions, and 
argues that the Black church tradition in America 
ought to be regarded as an elder brother feasting on 
the inherited wealth of a rich theological and prac-
tical tradition of social justice. White church tradi-
tions impoverished in this regard would do well to 
relinquish their prodigal’s scraps and return home. 
Catholic social teaching offers a third pos-
sibility, and in some American contexts (or more 
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often, in other countries) the social and religious 
import of a vision of the good framed by Catholic 
social teaching bears strong resemblance to the vi-
sion of the good offered by many historically Black 
Christian institutions in America. I will not try to 
do justice to Catholic social teaching here, to its 
role in American discourse, or attempt to examine 
the overlap between it and the vision of the good 
offered by Black churches. Instead, we will focus 
on Protestant contexts, as this is the largest segment 
of American religious demographics,5 noting broad 
differences with regard to views on social justice, 
and will do so as a means to identify and analyze 
differing visions of the good and the way these 
manifest a divergence between primarily White 
Christian institutions and those Christian institu-
tions which are historically Black.6
But what do we mean by social justice? Given 
that the context for this paper is a celebration of 
the Canons of Dort, I advert to the text of a report 
written by a Christian Reformed Church task force 
convened to address the problem of world hunger, 
particularly in the face of a terrible famine in east-
ern African countries. Not content to issue a report 
outlining the problem and the church’s response, 
the task force issued another report, an analysis of 
systemic sin and associated Scriptural support. In 
the words of this church task force, 
When we talk about social justice, we mean 
God’s original intention for human society: a 
world where basic needs are met, people flour-
ish, and peace (shalom) reigns. God calls us, the 
church, to participate in the renewal of society 
so that all—especially the weak and vulnera-
ble—can enjoy God’s good gifts. To do this, the 
church rightly emphasizes the administration 
of mercy. But this also involves identifying the 
root causes of what keeps people poor, hungry, 
and powerless. The vast web of structural factors 
that perpetuates these social injustices cannot be 
overcome without broad systemic reform, and 
so we witness and work to remove these barri-
ers. If we avoid the issue of structural change, 
Christians would consign themselves to fighting 
the symptoms of poverty and hunger instead of 
getting at the disease itself. While the church is 
unable to provide relief to the hungry masses of 
the world, it can certainly advocate for systemic 
reforms that would significantly improve the lot 
of millions in poverty. Moreover, if the church 
would avoid calling for changes to unjust struc-
tures, then it would be guilty of proclaiming a 
truncated gospel.7
In this report, members called the church to 
proclaim our “radical liberation through Jesus 
Christ from every configuration of sin.”8 We should 
note these themes: social justice is about social good 
and social goods, it is oriented toward needs and 
aimed at full human flourishing, it addresses not 
only the person in need but the system which cre-
ates the need, and it does so out of love for neighbor 
because the gospel is a radical liberation.
With that picture in mind, a vision of good that 
extends to the full scope of God’s concern and to 
an inclusive understanding of my neighbor’s flour-
ishing, let us consider two contrasting positions 
with regard to social justice. One of these positions, 
offered by a coalition of predominantly White and 
Protestant leaders led by author, pastor, radio per-
sonality, and seminary president John MacArthur, 
might be taken as emblematic of white Christian 
aversion to social justice. The other position, seen 
in the core documents of a renewed Poor People’s 
Campaign and in the work of the movement’s lead-
er, pastor and activist Rev. Dr. William Barber, is 
illustrative of the Black church’s long commitment 
to social justice.
Last year, over a period of several weeks,9 
MacArthur published several blog posts outlining 
his claim that social justice is antithetical to the 
gospel. In one, after describing his own involve-
ment in the Civil Rights Movement, some details 
of which are contested by one of the leaders he 
invokes,10 MacArthur posits current social justice 
commitments in opposition to that work, describ-
ing social justice as “the language of law, not gos-
pel—and worse, it mirrors the jargon of worldly 
politics, not the message of Christ.” Social justice 
is, in his judgment, “the most subtle and dangerous 
threat so far” to the gospel of all that he has faced in 
his decades of service.11 MacArthur sets social jus-
tice against biblical justice, ascribing the former to 
recent and faddish adoption of work by “secularist” 
academics, styling social justice as a worldly attack 
on the church, and resistance to social justice as a 
matter of preserving the gospel. He questions the 
necessity of social justice, writing that “four years 
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ago, I would not have thought it possible for Bible-
believing evangelicals to be divided over the issue 
of racism” and describing present problems as an 
overreaction. In his words, “I don’t know of any au-
thentically evangelical church where people would 
be excluded or even disrespected because of their 
ethnicity or skin color.”12 Those who still see racism 
as a present and pressing concern are thus failing to 
be gospel centered and reconciled: those who advo-
cate for social justice are admonished to remember 
that “love keeps no record of 
wrongs.”13
MacArthur’s perspective 
is not an anomaly. One has 
only to spend a little time 
in a predominantly white 
Christian space to hear the 
same deep aversion to treat-
ing social justice as proper 
to or even compatible with Christianity. A few 
months after MacArthur’s blog posts appeared, 
his online platform launched a document, the 
Statement on Social Justice and the Gospel, which 
includes a framing section as well as a series of af-
firmations and denials.14 Initially signers were over-
whelmingly white and exclusively male, pastors 
and directors of ministries and other Christian in-
stitutions. Since then, more than 11,000 individu-
als have added their names. This document posi-
tions social justice among “questionable sociologi-
cal, psychological, and political theories … making 
inroads into Christ’s church,” a “deadly idea” and 
a “threat” to the gospel. The Statement affirms that 
“implications and applications of the gospel, such 
as the obligation to live justly in the world, though 
legitimate and important in their own right, are 
not definitional components of the gospel.” Several 
sections actively discourage association between 
racism and White identity15 and carve out room to 
protect those wrongs which MacArthur believes 
have no connection to Scripture.16 This might, for 
instance, enshrine a right to discriminate against 
LGBTQ people, which we can see in the claim that 
“gay Christian” is an identity that is biblically ille-
gitimate, and in the admonition that to conceive of 
people as “sexual minorities” dishonors the “image-
bearing character of human sexuality as created by 
God.” For the record, transgender, asexual, and 
intersex people exist, and they make manifest the 
image of God.17
The Statement also attempts to preempt schol-
arship, religious and otherwise, on the nature and 
history of racism. It denies that racism is a function 
of power, and that there is any substantial link be-
tween it and the “core principles” of historic evan-
gelicalism, or that evangelicalism today “has any 
deliberate agenda to elevate one ethic group and 
subjugate another.” Another section denies the pos-
sibility that restricting wom-
en’s vocation to respect and 
submission to men could be 
disparaging to us. The clos-
ing sentences gathers these 
various threads, stating that 
“we emphatically deny that 
lectures on social issues (or 
activism aimed at reshaping 
the wider culture) are as vital to the life and health 
of the church as the preaching of the gospel and 
the exposition of Scripture … [, for] such things 
tend to become distractions that inevitably lead to 
departures from the gospel.” 
From this widely circulated document, we get a 
sense of which particular kinds of justice concerns 
might be excluded by those who view social jus-
tice as a threat to their faith. What then shall we 
say about the scope of this Christian vision of the 
good? What does it encompass? MacArthur’s proc-
lamation helps us with this, too: “We affirm that 
the primary role of the church is to worship God 
through the preaching of his word, teaching sound 
doctrine, observing baptism and the Lord’s Supper, 
refuting those who contradict, and evangelizing 
the lost.” Enactment of this vision may be expected 
to “mollify” social evils, but signers foreswear ef-
forts to change laws as not “possessing any inher-
ent power to change sinful hearts.” In sum, the vi-
sion of the good offered by predominantly white 
Christian leaders, exemplified in this statement by 
MacArthur and embedded in countless sermons, 
books, and conversations, is one restricted to the 
realm of preaching, sacrament, and evangelizing. 
It expressly restricts itself from social and structural 
change aimed at redress for structural sin, by way 
of denying the existence, scope, and power of those 
ills.
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John Perkins put this better, when he wrote that 
in many ways, black theology and white theol-
ogy in churches have been like two sides of a 
coin when it comes to thinking about justice 
and redemption. To put it in very general terms, 
white theology (especially white evangelical the-
ology) has tended to focus on the personal side 
of redemption. Emphasis has been placed on 
evangelism, salvation, and individual spiritual 
growth and holiness—with the Bible being re-
garded as a devotional book that inspires believ-
ers individually.18
While White slave owners and the White 
preachers who refused to denounce the institu-
tion of slavery were teaching enslaved people a re-
dacted gospel, heavy on obedience and a salvation 
devoid of liberation, enslaved people taught each 
other that God was the one who set captives free 
and brought His people out of slavery in Egypt.19 
While Black clergy led members of their congre-
gation in demonstrations against segregation, 
White clergy published “An Appeal for Law and 
Order and Common Sense” in newspapers across 
Alabama, urging obedience to the law. During 
the “Unite the Right” event in Charlottesville in 
August of 2017, Rev. Blackmon preached the gos-
pel to fellow anti-racism demonstrators in a church 
surrounded by violent white supremacists carrying 
torches and shouting Nazi slogans. A few days later, 
Jerry Falwell, president of Liberty University and 
a powerful national voice for American evangeli-
calism, defended the president’s pronouncement 
that in a clash between Nazis and anti-racists there 
were “very fine people on both sides.”20 One of 
the 24 members of President Trump’s Evangelical 
Advisory Board resigned in protest; most simply 
stayed silent.21 
If White, Protestant Christianity has an impov-
erished vision of social justice today, it is at least 
in part because of White Christians’ attempts to 
protect white supremacy in all of its historical itera-
tions. Jonathan Wilson Hartgrove argues that 
However we understand the saving work of 
Jesus’ death and resurrection, the way of the 
cross that Jesus walked here on earth is a form 
of political engagement. Racial blindness has 
kept generations of white Christians in America 
from noting this basic feature of a story we’ve 
prized and memorized. But enslaved Christians 
couldn’t miss the good news of a distinctive 
way toward freedom in Jesus’ cross. Black social 
Christianity has always noted the political call 
of the gospel.22
Efforts to accommodate white supremacy in all 
its historical iterations have steadily chipped away 
at the broader American church’s ability to live out 
the fullness of its vocation.23
In striking contrast to a racialized antipathy to 
social justice, Rev. William Barber, who with Rev. 
Dr. Liz Theoharis, director of the Kairos Center, 
leads a renewed Poor People’s Campaign, outlines a 
crippling lack of moral vision in our country. What 
is needed, Barber argues, is the full reconstruction, 
promised but never realized after the Civil War, a 
“Third Reconstruction.” In his final Sunday ser-
mon, Dr. King told his hearers, “We are coming to 
Washington in a poor people’s campaign. Yes, we 
are going to bring the tired, the poor, the huddled 
masses … . We are coming to demand that the gov-
ernment address itself to the problem of poverty.”24 
Four days later, an assassin’s bullet felled him. The 
Kairos Center, in its concept paper describing a 
new Poor people’s campaign, puts it this way: 
King knew that dividing the poor by creating 
different levels of oppression based on race and 
gender is critical to maintaining the power of 
the most privileged. He also understood, as we 
must, that you cannot fight poverty without 
fighting the social ills that cause or deepen it, 
the same social ills that threaten and damage the 
security and well-being of people everywhere.25
The modern iteration of the Poor People’s 
Campaign, building on the work King and his 
contemporaries started, invokes a moral revival 
based on “our deepest religious and constitutional 
values that demand justice for all.”26 Their “Moral 
Agenda” identifies and sets itself against systemic 
racism, poverty and inequality, ecological devasta-
tion, war economy and militarism, and under such 
headings, examining such needs and concerns as 
racist voter suppression laws, our broken immigra-
tion system, and minimum wage laws.27 At each 
point, this agenda details an injustice and names 
the varied effects that injustice has on distinct pop-
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ulations. For instance, the section on voting rights 
specifically adverts to the current exclusion of the 
formerly incarcerated, naming a specific wrong and 
invoking a specific good. Finally, the Campaign ad-
dresses itself to the way that Americans have used 
religious and moral justifications in the past and in 
the present, identifying this pattern as a national 
crisis of moral narrative, concluding that
a morality that claims to care for the souls of 
people while destroying their bodies and com-
munities is deeply immoral. We have the right 
to ground our public policies and budget alloca-
tions in a moral narrative 
that prioritizes and fol-
lows our deepest religious 
and Constitutional moral 
commitments to justice.28
In response to this call, 
I suggest that if, like me, 
white Christianity finds itself a prodigal in a far-
away land, eating scraps not fit for pigs, it might 
stop and notice that the vision of the good which 
should sustain it is too shriveled to offer much 
nourishment. The Black church is in this regard 
an elder brother and dines on a banquet that spans 
both theology and praxis. The White church would 
do well to return to an understanding of the good 
news as including social justice, sit next to our 
brother, and ask him to pass the potatoes so we can 
share in the feast.
Finally, some things to consider with regard to 
what “the prodigal love of God” means, in terms 
of our Christian vision of the good and an under-
standing of social justice. What shall we say about 
this generous, reckless love, which this conference 
and the Canons of Dort invite us to consider? We 
might begin by noting that this prodigal love of 
God is not colorblind. God does not identify with 
the position of privilege but engages us through the 
perspective and from the position of oppression and 
exclusion. As Rev. Traci Blackmon said, 
an Afrocentric Palestinian who was born on the 
wrong side of the tracks challenging the empire 
of his day and challenging the religious voices of 
his day, … I don’t see how you serve that Jesus 
and [think] the gospel [is not] social …. The 
scriptures tell us to care for the least of these. So 
I can only assume that we, even clergy, have in 
some cases become so comfortable in our privi-
lege and our narratives that mingle the gospel 
with messages of nationalism, messages of capi-
talism and messages of white supremacy.29 
When we speak today in the words of the 
Canons of Dort to say that this love is “to all per-
sons promiscuously and without distinction” (Pt. 
2, Article V), that does not mean God’s love comes 
to us outside of the context in which we actually ex-
ist. We might be tempted to hear that excerpt as an 
ahistorical pronouncement 
to disembodied selves. But 
the gospel does not normal-
ize or sacralize the perspec-
tive of the powerful: that of 
course God’s love and prefer-
ence is for them. That is not 
the shocking good news of 
the Kingdom of God; rulers do not tend to assume 
that they are beneath the notice of Power, the rich 
are not prone to thinking of themselves as negli-
gible, and the comfortable are not used to think-
ing of their wellbeing as peripheral. Rather, this 
statement from the Canons, if it is to be thoroughly 
biblical, must mean that God is not merely baptiz-
ing the status quo. That would not be good news. 
It would not be good, and it would not be news. 
If we want to understand what it means that God 
loves all of us, each one of us, without distinction, 
we must set it inside of the message of the gospel 
and of the whole trajectory of the story of redemp-
tion. The good news—both good and news—is 
that God has identified God’s self with the poor, 
the marginalized, the powerless. The Good News 
of God’s prodigal love is not that God is blind. God 
does not agree with us that maleness and whiteness 
and ableness and cisgenderness and heterosexual-
ity are the neutral setting on humanity and that 
it is through that door, by that measure, that we 
are all accepted and invited into shalom. God does 
not start with our assumptions about who deserves 
love, praise God. 
A vision of the good that restricts itself from 
social justice, treats social justice as an extraneous 
good, or regards it as antithetical to the gospel can-
not recognize the full scope of redemption. If only 
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spiritual good (prayer, sacrament, preaching, evan-
gelizing, etc.) is within God’s purview, our God is 
too small.30 We who stand in the Reformed tradi-
tion must remember our commitment to our boldly 
inclusive view of God’s sovereignty. If our Christian 
vision of the good excludes the concerns of the mar-
ginalized, it necessarily sacralizes white supremacy, 
misogyny, and every other kind of structural sin 
that besets us. Such a narrow field of metaphysical 
value includes the priorities and concerns of some 
but not others; it is not neutral. It is not even what it 
first might appear to be: a sort of dualism in which 
the spiritual aspect of all humans is valued over the 
physical. A Christianity that excludes social justice 
inescapably ratifies and entrenches social injustice 
within theology and praxis.
The vision of the good that we are called to 
as people of God is expansive, as expansive as the 
reign of the God we worship. It includes our con-
nections, allegiances, and identities. The gospel 
comes to us as we are, to the world as it is, but it 
leaves neither us nor our world unchanged. I leave 
you with this word from Rev. Blackmon: “There is 
no existential distance between ‘social justice’ and 
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